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"UTTLIZATION OF STATE-PROVIDED DATA FOR DECISION-MAKING PURPOSES
AT THE LOCAL DISTRICT LEVEL

Bducntionalo' practitioners and researchers have too long dwelt upon
discussing the meaning of investigative studies which were based on theories
and generalizations. In such a discussion, there is little concern for the
applicati.on of the results and findings of the studies. Rather, much emphasis
is placed on the lmowledge- produced and on She credibility of the methods
used in producing the new concepts. Such an 'approach is not designed to
have an :I.nﬁediate effect upon the world of the here and now, or upon the
world in vhich the educational practitiomer lives and moves.

In the American education system, the’' delivery of educational services
- and opportunities to boys and girls is primarily t:hron:lgh the local school
;nd the local teacher. The involvement of local schocl districts in
meaningful activities designed and operated to significantly improve the
educational performance of students, t:herefore, is critical. Local education
agencies are becoming increasingly aware of this need and. are beginning to
become more imvolved in this type of activity.

Our schools cannot keep up with tl!:e lives tliey are responsible for
sustaining and improving unless all concerned are continuously examining what
they. are doing. Imagination must be used creatively and constructively to
identify practices which methodically and systematically produce evidences which
can be used to test the worth of current practices. In order to implement a
system which would move the product of research into the realm of practicality
and action, the concept of "appl:lc;.d research" was formulated. More recently, the

word "applied research” has been given several other titles, a very common one



being "action research." '"Action research," according to our definitionm,
is based upon the immediate application'of validated findings, not on the
development of theory. Emphasis must be placed on solving real problems in
local settings.

James Coleman, the John-Hopkins sociologist, desciibes a variation of
"action research" which he refers to as "policy research." Policy research
is defined as thé research of problems which originate in the world of action
ahd the findings that are destined for that world. The research effort is to
produce valid information which may be used as a base for decision-making.
.Coleman talks about a system of management or decision-making based upon the
best available data. He emphasizes that a steady accumulation of results may
aid policy decisions much more effectively than a single complete result pro-
duced at the end of an exhaustive study. -Coming up with an adequat , effective
- answer to a defined problem is what counts, not the elegance of the research
design. In local educational agencies and, ﬁo a large extent, in state
educational agencies, research must be based on the action format and deaignéd
‘to provide information by which pol;cy statements may be formulated. In this
kind of definftion of "research," there is no questionm but that the local school
districts will and must become increasingly involved.

Mechanisms for this kind of local research';re being developed. Local
educational agehcies make a tragic mistake if they leawve educational research
;ffOtts and activities to state and federal agencies and to colleges snd
universities. Local educational agencies should not omly be the s;urce of
the specifics to be studied, but should also be the first to banerfit from the
results. This can be achieved by the LEA gaining first access :v documented
alternatives which they may use to improve the educatiomal oppostumities

provided for the students they serve.
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Educational nereds in one section of a state do not necessarily reflect
educational needs in all scctions, just as alternative methods of instruction
in one school district may not be effective and acceptable alternatives for
use in another school district. Each school district, therefore, must
develop a mechanism to be able to identify the policy statements necessary
to provide effective educational alternatives suited to meet the needs of its
particular students.

In South Carolina, as in most states, a host of information based on fairly
precise definitions and collected for specified purposes is becoming available to
state and local educational decision makers. Aggregations of such information and
data ar; being analyzed at the state and federal levels and aré being used to
formulate policy decisions affecting the total system of education. Local
educational agencies, therefore, must in turn analyze the same data base

to determine the applicability of the data at the local level. For example,

" 4£ the needs of students as reported by the state and federal agencies do not

.reflect the needs of students at the local level, then the school district must

be able to document the extent to whicﬂ the characteristics of its students

differ from:the characteristics presented as being descriptive of state and

federal populatioms.

Data that enter the South Carolina Department of Educativn's Basic

‘Bducational Data System (BEDS) becomes useful to local school districts

only 1f it is immediately applicable to real problems in local settings and
valid for assistance in decisionmaking. To insure that data eatering BEDS,

as well as data entering any other future South Carolina data collection
systems, is accurate and applicaﬂle, cooperative efforts must occur amoﬁg
local, state, and federal agencies. However, and most importantly, local
districts must become heavily involved in determining the k;nds of statistical
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and narrative data that is to be entereé into a state data system if
that system is to be accurate at the state level and if the same data is to
be used to meet planning and decisionmaking needs at the LEA level.

In 1970, the South Carolina Department of Education became one of three
state education agencies in the nation to develop and operate a pilot
program for information dissemination. The pilot program, which was
funded by the U. S. Office of Education for a period of three years, tested che
concept that (1) the State education agency is the appropriate agency to collect
and disseminate educational information to facilitate educational change
within the State and that (2) an educational extension agent broéides an-“
efficient means for facilitating the effective use of informationm.

The program emphasis from 1970 to 1973 was on the development of an
effective product and an efficient process to encourage the use of the

product. The major item produced was an information packet. The packet

contained summaries from a c&nputer search of ERIC documents (RIE) and

-CIJE jourmal articles, as well as a bibliographic listing from Education Index

and from sources available through the.State Library system. During this
period, 3036 requests for program information and data were procesagd by
staff persomnel. '

Vhen federal funding wes terminated in 1973, State funds were appropriated
to operate the unit with a reduction in staff. The mission of the unit was to
assist educators to utilize information at key points within the planning
and/or decisioﬁmaking processes and by providing alternatives for decisionmakers.
Although the work of our extension agents had proven to be quite effective, the
cost of maintaining 'such a netwo;k was considered to be prohibitive for our
State. In turn, the activities which the extension agents identified as being

useful in providing data for decisionmaking purposes had, to a meaningful
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extent, been maintained in the Department by assigning these functions to
existing persomnel. -

The Department, in July 1974, combined components of the Office of
Research and the Office of Planning and Dissemination to establish.a new
office, the Education Products Center. The Center is designed to serve as
the Department's major resource for dissemination and utilization of
educational information and data. The new office is comprised of three
componenis: |

1. Survey Section, whose principal function is to conduct surveys of

district educatioral programs in order to identify strengths and weaknesses
vithin the system being studied and report recommendations for

improvement. '
2. Production Section, whose functions include:

a. establishing quality standards for the production of educational
products originating with the Department of Education.

b. providing professional and technical assistance to Department of
Education staff in the production of educational products.

¢. maintaining capable, efficient production of and quality control
over those educational products which originate within the
Department and are assigned to the EPC,

3. Development Utilization Sectiom, which 1s responsible for coordinating and
assisting in the development of new products designed to meet user
needs and to assist the districts in achieving maximum utilization
of the products available from the Department of Education.

The mission of the Center is linked éloeely with the cited purpose of

the Division to strengthen and support management functions by devising
products geared toward areas of critical need and designed to emhance planning
and decisionmnktng activities at the local level. :

_The Education Products Center administered a Product Needs Asgessment
Inventory in August 1974, to identify state and regional product needs. Results
of the inventory indicated tem to fifteen critical statewide interest and need
areas. In addition to the inventory, incoming requests are used as indicators

of priority school district 1ntereat.azea5.
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In assisting school districts to utilize educational nroducts, a
serics of 11 ﬁini-meetings was held with superintendents between Septembef

and October, 1974, to:

l. Focus on the increasing amount of educational data available
from the Division of Administration and Planning.

2. Determine how and in what manner the data can be made of value
to local school districts in planning and decisionmaking.

3. Obtain specific feedback concerning how existing and future data
can be made more applicable to LEA needs.

4. Receive a commitment from rhe District Superintendent to designate
one or more staff members to serve as representatives of the district
and to attend a series of regional workshops whiéh will be designed
to give technical assistance in the acquisition and use of Center
products.

To date, seventy school districts have named representatives for
this purpose.

A series of workshops involving the local district management personnel
was held in late 1974 and in tie early months of this year to: (1) examine

the utility of Center products; (2) d.termine any needs for revision or

. development of new products; (3) determine how districts are utilizing

existing products, and identify potential ways in which the products might
be used. ' ,

This effort, hopefully, will establish a series of developmental steps
and linkages by which information representatives will determine how the
delivery of technical assistance to LEA's should and will evolve.

The initial workshops held with school district personnel led to the
realization that other agencies and institutions operating in our
state also had need for educational data relating to the school districts.
Evidence suggests that as accu}ate and useful information concerning district

operaéions became available to other agencies and institutions, such as the
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South Carolina Education Association, colleges and universities, the governor's
planning office, the Employment Security Commission, and so forth, avenues
toward additional resources which :ould be used at the local level opened up.
The original objective for the 1974-75 year was to place emphasis on the
dissemination and utilization of products from only one of the three divisions
in the Department of Education, namely the division of Administration and
Planning. However, as the effort became visible, the other two divisions
requested participation by using the mechanisms being established to enhance

the distribution and utilization of products being produced in those divisions.
At this point in time, the emerging system is becoming a closely coordinated one,
designed to deliver information generated from ihe Department of Education, and
ultimately from state govermment, which have impact on the management of school
districts. Such information will be delivered to the district management teams
in a format designed specifically to provide maximum utilization of the data.
Obviohsly. the effort is only beginning. The items presented to date, through
this mechanism, have been management data as reported through Basic Education
Data Systems; employment data as reported through the décupation Information
Systens, joinfly supported by the Employment Security Commission, the governor's
office, the Budget and Control Board, ana other agencies; and curriéulum data,

such as Alternative Approaches to Early Chilahood Education. Data reporting

the performance level of pupils is scheduled for delivery through this system
next month. A more extensive listing of the products emerging from this system
is available for your review. One additional point we want to emphasize: from
the very beginning, our activities have been in close cooperation with the South
Carolina State Library system, which supports this effort beautifully and totally.
The original ERIC file was bought by the Department through a federal grant and
has been maintained by the State Library. Wb.are currently placing three to five

copies of everything we produce in the State Library, which in turn makes this
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information available to the general publfc. The State Library is developing a
process which will result in the placement of a copy of our products in the
Library of Congress. We also are attempting to send our publications to ERIC
Central to be considered for inclusion in that file. The continuing and
growing cooperative relationship between the State Library and the State Depa:-tment
of Education is one of the truly significant assets of this system. Similar
arrangements are slowly evolving with the State Statistician's Office, in the
Budget and Control Board, in state government, and with other significant agencies.
There is much evidence to suggest that school districts in this state are
beginmning to make conécious decisions based on available data, and not on
intuitive judgment. While the use of information cannot be cited as the only
factor involved in decision making, one must note that two years ago we had
numerous bond elections and millagg referenda go down in defeat. However, mcre
‘than thivty elections were held last Nbveﬁber‘for either bond approval or
millage increases. Significantly, every one of theée issues was decided
affirmatively. Again, the use of information ﬁas not the only factor, but

cértainly a contributing one in this ¢hahging climate so evident in our State.
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